Pilgrimage," as the subtitle indicates, it is because it is a Pilgrimage in search of a grand Poem or a Poem that strives to be a momentous Pilgrimage in its own peculiarly blasphemous way.
Clarel has its beginnings in Melville's journal entries during a three-week voyage to Palestine in 1857. His trip to the Levant was meant to serve as inspiration for a literary comeback, but the notes he wrote at that time reveal despair and disillusionment. "No country," he declares in his journal, "will more quickly dissipate romantic expectations than Palestine-particularly Jerusalem. To some the disappointment is heart sickening. &c." ( J 91). He depicts the Holy Land as a geographic correlate to a wasteland of the spirit: "Stony mountains & stony plains; stony torrents & stony roads: stony walls & stony fields, stony houses & stony tombs; stony eyes & stony hearts" ( J 90). On his return, he wrote no Holy Land travel narrative that would pave his road back to the literary stage. His voyage to the Orient seemed, above all, to confirm his deep suspicion of normative sacred geographies, the same suspicion that had led him to construct Moby-Dick as a counterpilgrimage in the sea, where rather than following in the footsteps of Jesus, Abraham or Jacob, the renegade mariners seek the undecipherable traces of an ever-evasive, inscrutable White Whale. The only holy sites in Moby-Dick appear on no pilgrim map. They are whale shrines, constructed upon whale skeletons, which mock any attempt to worship allegedly sacred bones-whether of saints or of whales.
And yet in 1866, while working as an inspector for the New York Custom House, Melville started, almost in spite of himself, to write a long narrative poem about a pilgrimage in the Holy Land. He labored on the text over ten years (more than he worked on any other book), writing roughly five lines every night after work, while pacing the floor to the beat of the monotonous rhythms he composed. The journey he envisioned was like nothing else in the thriving realm of nineteenthcentury American Holy Land travel literature. The protagonist, Clarel, a young Protestant American divinity student, whom Melville defines as "pilgrim-infidel" (Cl 1.6.19), is propelled by an agonizing theological crisis to travel to Palestine. In Jerusalem, the first station in his pilgrimage, he falls in love with Ruth, a Jewish American woman whose "virgin's eyes" make his heart "swell / Like the first tide that ever pressed / Inland, and of a deep did tell" (Cl 1.23.70-72). Prevented from seeing Ruth during her mourning for her murdered father, Clarel sets out with a group of pilgrims to tour the Holy Land. In the course of this sojourn, he meets a colorful gallery of pilgrims, messianic madmen, millennialists, ascetics, skeptical scientists, and adventurous travelers of diverse cultural backgrounds and religious creeds. Instead of finding concrete "evidence" of scriptural truths, Clarel discovers that the Bible can be read in perplexingly different ways along the pilgrim routes of Palestine. The poem closes as he returns to Jerusalem to learn that Ruth had died of agony during his absence. The desolate land only complicates his theological doubts and questions.
In Clarel, Melville attempts no less than to rewrite the Bible as a wholethere is hardly a scriptural text that is not evoked profusely. But given that he now ventures to write a scriptural poem rather than a scriptural novel his debt to
